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Alice Walker's The Color Purple deals with the notion of sexism, racism and gender discrimination and their negative 
psychological effects on women's mind. In this novel, Walker criticizes all kinds of discriminations. The characters, especially 
the main female characters: Celie, Shug Avery, Sofia, and Squeak, do not have stable identity, but their identity is fluid and 
dependent on their own language and desires and other characters speech and emotions. The characters are under the 
influence of their own thoughts and emotions; moreover, other characters’ desires and speech influence them too. Besides, the 
epistolary style of the novel helps the reader to comprehend the main characters fluid subjectivity. Different impressions 
prevent us from being confined to a single point of view. Therefore, being viewed from different perspectives, the main 
characters, as Kristeva holds, do not bear a solid and stable identity.  In Julia Kriteva's view, the speaking subject does not 
have fixed identity but s/he is in the process of being. The speaking subject's identity is shaped through using language and 
interaction with other people. This paper intends to apply Kristeva's notion of subject in process to Walker's The Color Purple 
and indicate each character's opinion about discriminations and the way sexism, racism and gender discrimination influence 
their subjectivity. 
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1. Introduction: 
As Lacan notices, when the child perceives that s/he is separate from her/his mother, s/he enters the symbolic 
realm. In the symbolic realm, s/he learns language and expresses herself/himself. Lacanian imaginary realm is the 
same as Kristeva’s the semiotic. In the semiotic chora, the child is not able to speak, but when the child enters the 
symbolic realm, s/he can learn how to use language. However, the traces of the semiotic remain even after 
entering the symbolic realm. The semiotic impulses are not stable; therefore, the subject is not stable either. In 
fact, the subject is in process.  
Kristva argues that identity is heterogenous process of the semiotic and the symbolic that 
allows one to become a subject by taking a position through language. (Cooklin, 2004, p. 264) 
The speaking subject “exists as ‘real and necessary’ identity that enables individuals to express themselves” 
(Gieni, 2006, p. 4).  Thomas believes that language reveals the subject’s inner impulses (2008, p. 77). Besides, 
The speaking subject is always split subject, divided between unconscious and conscious 
motivations, inhabiting both nature and culture since the physiological process of speaking are 
from the body, but speech itself is also constrained by culture. (Robbins, 200, p. 127) 
In Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, the characters, especially the main female characters: Celie, Shug Avery, 
Sofia, and Squeak, do not have stable identity, but their identity is fluid and dependent on their own language and 
desires and other characters speech and emotions. The characters are under the influence of their own thoughts 
and emotions; moreover, other characters’ desires and speech influence them too. “The text undergoes the 
concept of subjectivity: there are no stable individuals but rather permeable beings easily infected by the 
subjectivity of others and unsatisfactorily substitutable” (Iannetta, 2002, p. 218). The epistolary style of the novel 
helps the reader to comprehend the main characters fluid subjectivity. Christian mentions that letters are “a 
principal source of information and facts about the everyday lives of women and their own perceptions about 
their lives;” moreover, this source provides objective and subjective information (Barbara Christian, 93) and in 
fact, through writing the bodily language of affect is translated into written language (Toye, 2010, p. 46). The 
following discussion will focus on applicability of Kristeva’s theory of speaking subject to Alice Walker’s The 
Color Purple. 
2. Free Direct Discourse 
Celie and Nettie express their own thoughts, emotions and desires directly in their letters. Thorough the use of 
language, they gain their independence. Moreover, each character’s personality is developed through her own 
voice. Voice variation is an important aspect in The Color Purple as reader confronts with two forms of voices, 
i.e., Celie’s and Nettie’s (Matunda, 2009, p. 127). The act of letter writing and addressing an unseen audience 
gives credit to Celie’s voice (Farah 4). Besides, “Henry Louis Gates asserts that this need to write about one’s life 
experiences, even in the absence of the intended reader, is crucial to the development of a sense of 
consciousness” (Wendy, 2003, p. 116).  
As the novel opens, Celie confides in God and addresses him. As Celie’s supposed to be father threatens her “you 
better not never tell nobody but God. It’d kill your mammy” Celie decides to write letters to God (Walker, 2004, 
p. 3). Albert, Celie’s stepfather, rapes her as Celie’s mother is sick and she is unable to fulfill her husband’s 
sexual desires. The fourteen years old girl, Celie, cannot come to terms with repetitive rapes; moreover, her father 
tells her that she should “ git used to it” “but I don’t never git used to it” (Walker, 2004, p. 3). It is hard for a girl 
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to be abused by any man, especially when she considers him as her father. It is hard for Celie to be the object of 
her father’s abuse.  
As a result of the traumatic experience of rape that her father forced upon her, Celie is afraid of all men. “I don’t 
even look at mens. That’s the truth. I look at women, tho, cause I’m not scared of them” (Walker, 2004, p. 7).  
Celie considers a man as a person who violates women sexually because all the men she had confronted invoked 
fear and physical harm to her when engaging in sex with her (Hale, 2001, p. 19). She is quiet and she does not tell 
anybody about her father’s behavior, but the repressed memory of rape returns repeatedly; therefore, she cannot 
tolerate any man. 
Celie is forced to marry Mr._ as her father does not let Nettie, her younger sister, marry him. “Celie is handed 
over like a beast of burden, identified with the cow that accompanies her” (Abbandonto, 1991, p. 1111). Celie is 
not only restricted by patriarchal force, but also restricted by her lack of knowledge. “I know I’m not as pretty or 
as smart as Nettie, but she say I ain’t dumb” (Walker, 2004, p. 11). Here, Celie herself confesses that she is not 
smart and somehow illiterate; therefore, her lack of knowledge makes her to be the prey of the patriarchal system. 
The experience of marginalization and domination in The Color Purple, Celie finds herself enclose 
within a series of related imprisoning structures- her illiteracy, the sexist role that Mr._ constructs 
for her as his wife and the entire racist, political, economic and social structures of the south 
among others. (O. Mason, Jr. 1985, p. 297) 
Mr._ is always after fulfilling his own sexual desires and never thinks about Celie’s emotions. Unlike Mr._, Celie 
does not have any sexual desire and it is obvious when she thinks about her sister while “he on top of” her 
(Walker, 2004, p. 14). Her sexual desire withers as she was the subject of rape. 
When Mr._ intends to go to his mistress’s concert, Celie wishes to go with him, but he does not pay attention to 
her feelings. “Not to dance. Not to drink. Not to play card. Not even to hear Shug Avery sing. I just be thankful to 
lay eyes on her” (Walker, 2004, p.  26).  Celie falls in love with Shug as soon as she sees her photo and she 
wishes to see her face to face, but her dream does not come true as Mr._ is ignorant toward her wish. The next 
day, “he woke up while I’m in the field. I had been chopping cotton three hours by time he come” (Walker, 2004, 
p. 27). Unlike Celie who works hard, Mr._ enjoys himself by going to Shug’s concert and sleeps all day long to 
rest. This letter indicates Celie’s hard situation in the cotton field (Worthington, 1985, p. 51). 
As Celie finds new friends like Sofia and Shug, she starts to express her repressed thoughts. “My life stop when I 
left home, I think. But then I think again. It stop when Mr_ maybe, but start up again with Shug” (Walker, 2004, 
p. 77). In this passage, she talks about the ups and downs of her life. Her life is stopped as a result of rape and 
restrictions to which she is exposed. The sisterhood with Shug and Sofia permits Celie to move from a 
fragmented state of self to the state of self- possession (Pifer and Slusser, 1998, p. 47). 
When Shug and Celie become sexually intimate and Celie feels comfortable, she talks about her past when her 
supposed to be father has raped her. 
But one time when mama not at home, he come. Told me he want to trim his hair. He bring the 
scissors and comb and brush and a stool. While I trim his hair he look at me funny. He a little 
nervous too, but I don’t know why, till he grab hold of me and cram me up tween his legs. 
(102) 
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Celie confides in Shug and talks about the moment her father has raped her. She cannot talk about this experience 
in the past, but sisterhood with Shug helps her to get rid of the long repressed memory of rape and its traumatic 
influence. 
When Shug and Celie find Nettie’s letters, which have been hidden by Mr._, Celie’s feelings are hurt as he knew 
that Nettie means everything to her. She has tolerated all the suffering all these years, but now, she is betrayed by 
him.  
By hiding Nettie’s letter from Celie, Albert metes out the same punishment to Nettie that 
Alphonso does to Celie: the denial of communication. (Cheung, 1988, p. 163) 
The silence forces Celie to write letters to God, and later on to Nettie and find her individuality through them. 
Besides, writing helps Nettie to find her identity too. Therefore, in this novel, the letter writing helps characters to 
overcome the barriers and discover their potential voice. 
When Shug supports Celie emotionally and encourages her to go with her to Memphis, Celie resists Mr._’s 
complain. Finding models of resistance like Shug and Sofia help Celie to defend herself as soon as she confronts 
a brutal man like Mr._. Besides, she shouts at Harpo “oh, hold on hell, I say. If you hadn’t tried to rule over Sofia 
the white folks never would have caught her… you was all rotten children, I say. You made my life a hell on 
earth. And your daddy here ain’t dead horse’s shit” (181). She not only talks for herself but for Sofia. All the 
people, especially Sofia, are shocked at Celie’s courageous speech, but she has had enough all these years. Now, 
she knows that she has sisterhood bond with other women and she is sure that her friends will support her 
whenever and wherever she faces any obstacles in her path to success. 
As Shug and Celie leave for Memphis, Shug supports Celie financially and helps her to sew pants. Now Celie is 
financially independent, famous and loved by a woman she loved the most. “I am so happy. I got love, I got 
work, I got money, friends and time” (194). She has everything she once wishes to have. Now she waits for her 
sister and children to arrive. 
As Celie is wealthy, she hires two girls, Irene and Darlene, to help her with sewing. They intend to teach her how 
to speak appropriately.  
But she say I feel more happier talking like she talk. Can’t nothing make me happier than 
seeing you again, I think, but I don’t say nothing. Every time I say something the way I say it, 
she correct me until I say it some other way. Pretty soon it feel like I can’t think. My mind run 
up on a thought, git confused, run back and sort of lay down. (194) 
Celie’s language is her subjectivity and individuality, when they attempt to change her language, she feels 
confused. Language makes subjectivity and vice versa; that is the reason why Celie attempts to have her own 
voice and language. 
Language is the clothing of thought, the skin of the soul. The mysterious entity of the self is 
first expressed internally, in thoughts and feelings of various degrees of clarity; yet to give that 
self external expression, it must be ‘uttered’- made outward by being dressed in language. Just 
as clothing protects, adorns, interprets, and helps create the first impression of the body the 
outer self, so language displays the inner self, giving shape to thought and feeling, defining yet 
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covering them, significantly influencing others’ perceptions of that self. (Tavormina, 1986, p. 
220) 
When Celie returns home, she reconciles Mr._ as he is totally changed.   
After all the evil he done I know you wonder why I don’t hate him. I don’t hate him for two 
reasons. One, he love Shug. And two, Shug use to love him. I don’t just mean that he work and 
he clean up after himself and he appreciate some of the things God was playful enough to 
make. I mean when you talk to him now he really listen, and one time, out of nowhere in the 
conversation us was having, he said Celie, I’m satisfied this the first time I ever lived on Earth 
as a natural man. It feel like a new experience. (236) 
While Celie was absent, Mr._ perceives his bad behavior toward Celie and when she returns, he intends to 
compensate the past. He sews with her and gives her some ideas about sewing shirts which suit Celie’s pants. 
After reconciliation, and finding her own voice, Celie is united with her sister and children. They celebrate their 
union each year. Throughout these years, she learns to channel her anger into creativity and at the end, she has a 
series of letters in which her character is developed. Henry Louis Gates states the significance of giving Celie a 
narrative voice: 
Because of the curious interplay of the narrative past (in which Celie is a character) and a 
narrative present (in which Celie is the author), Celie emerges as both the subject and the object 
of narratives. The subject-object split… appears as the central rhetorical device by which 
Celie’s self-consciousness is represented in her own capacity to write a progressively better-
structured story of herself. (Gates, 1989, p. 156)   
All in all, Celie, a timid fourteen years old teenager, transforms from a victim to a victor. As a result of finding 
new friends, she becomes courageous enough to express her repressed thoughts and desires. Besides, other 
women like Squeak learn to express themselves and verbalize their impulses. In The Color Purple, all the women 
help each other and improve each other’s lives. Through writing, Celie not only brings herself into existence but 
also shapes herself (Tucker, 1988, p. 81). 
3. Impressions 
As the characters speak in The Color Purple, the reader perceives them better by other characaters impressions. 
When other characters comment on the main characters, reader perceives the instability of the subjects. The 
subject is not only under the influence of his/her own desire, but also under the influence of other people’s speech 
and reactions. Different impressions prevent us from being confined to a single point of view. Being viewed from 
different perspectives, the main characters, as Kristeva holds, do not bear a solid and stable identity. The 
following discussion will focus on the characters’ judgments about other people. “Alice Walker has three series 
of letters- (a) Celie’s letters to God; (b) Nettie’s letters to Celie; (c) and Celie’s letters to Nettie” (Worthington 
49). These three series of letters help the reader to get acquainted with different ideas and perspectives; therefore, 
the reader is able to observe a character from different dimensions. 
When Celie’s stepfather gets tired of her, and cannot tolerate her anymore, he says that Celie is evil and “always 
up to no good” (5). He tells lies in order to get rid of her with an excuse. 
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When Alphonso, Celie’s stepfather, intends to give Mr._, Celie rather than Nettie as a wife, he claims that “but I 
can let you have Celie. She the oldest anyway. She ought to marry first. She ain’t fresh tho, but I specs you know 
that. She spoiled. Twice” (The Color Purple 9). He is a big liar who tells lies in front of Celie herself in order to 
disrepute her. He has raped her, but he never confesses it to anyone. Moreover, he labels Celie as spoiled. He 
intends to persuade Mr._ that Celie is a better choice for him; therefore, he mentions that  
She ugly. He say. But she ain’t no stranger to hard work. And she clean. And God done fixed her. 
You can do everything just like you want to and she ain’t gonna make you feed it or clothe it. (10) 
The utterance reflects the patriarchal point of view i.e., a woman is either an angel who cleans, washes, takes care 
of children, and fulfills her husband’s desires, or a witch who disobeys and ignores her husband. The emphasis on 
her hardworking is a way through which Alphonso convinces Mr._ to marry Celie. 
Shug and Celie become sexually intimate and Shug expresses that “if you was my wife…I’d cover you up with 
kisses stead of licks, and work hard for you to” (101). There is a big contrast between Mr._ who beats Celie as he 
intends to intimidate and subjugate her and Shug who appreciates, adores and loves Celie as a woman. Shug’s 
utterance indicates women’s attitude and female bonding with each other.  
This “female bonding,” which occurs over an extended period of time, enables Celie – a 
depressed survivor- victim of parent loss, emotional and physical neglect, rape, incest, trauma, 
and spousal abuse- to resume her arrested development and continue development of processes 
that were thwarted in infancy and early adolescence. (Proudfit, 1991, p. 13) 
When Shug and Celie become friend, and Shug understands Mr._’s mistreatment of Celie, she admits that she has 
treated Celie meanly when they first has met each other. By the end of the novel, Celie perceives that interaction 
with other people and self- acceptance are the secrets of success. 
When Nettie joins the African missionary with Samuel’s family, and spends times with Africans, she understands 
that among Africans “a girl is nothing to herself; only to her husband can she become something. What can she 
become? I asked. Why, she said, the mother of his children” (140). This dialogue emphasizes women’s inferior 
position in African tribes. They are nothing unless they are mothers they live within “a civilization in which the 
consecrated representation of femininity is subsumed under maternity” (Kristeva and Goldhammer, 1985, p. 
133). The only duty they have is to carry babies and be a mother. They do not have independent identity, but their 
subjectivity is defined by their children. In this novel, Walker “exposes the psychological and physical abuse a 
woman – or women, suffer at the hands of men in patriarchal society” (Brogan, 1999, p. 186). 
When Celie accepts to go to Memphis with Shug and Mr._ is not in agreement with her journey, she curses 
Mr._’s brutal and egoistic behavior. “He laugh. Who you think you is? He say. You can’t curse nobody. Look at 
you. You black, you pore, you ugly, you a woman. Goddam, he say, you nothing at all” (187). Mr._ insults Celie 
and even he considers being a woman is the most inferior thing in the world. This time Celie is not quiet, she also 
defends herself and says “I’m pore, I’m black, I may be ugly and can’t cook, a voice say to everything listening. 
But I’m here” (187). She accepts that she is poor and black but she verbalizes her individuality. She declares that 
she is a human being although she has been treated like an animal by her stepfather and Mr._   all these years. 
Now that she approves herself, she intends to follow her talent in sewing pants. 
To sum up, all the female characters of this novel go through suffering and pain, but they resist and find their 
own path. They start to know their own talent and desires in life; therefore, with self- understanding they follow 
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their path. The matter of selfhood is volatile and occurs via two levels of identification between self and other”; 
i.e., “identity is an ‘ongoing unsetting process’” (Quashie, 2001, p. 188). In this novel, all the female characters 
achieve selfhood in relation with other characters. The more they interact with other people, the more they gain 
information about themselves and their surroundings. “Characters’ lives in The Color Purple are stitched together 
into a unity whose strength and vibrancy depend on each individual’s identification with and distinction from the 
others around him or her” (Fiske, 2008, p. 151). In other words, “seeing and being seen as a dialectic that makes 
the black individual self- conscious about her existence” (Floyd-Thomas and Gillman 535). 
Kristeva is arguing for identity that is fluid, mobile and the opening for relations with others 
whose differences and interactions provide us with resources to renew/create our own identities 
through our symbolic reconstructions. (Cooklin, 2004, p. 278) 
As a result of self- realization, women characters free themselves from all the limitations and choking situations 
that society and family imposed on them. Kristeva holds that “the subject is always in process; s/he is not fixed, 
but always developing, the subject is always in process because s/he is always on trial, being tested against the 
various contexts in which s/he has his/her being” (Robbins, 2000, p. 290). Moreover, the epistolary style of this 
novel  
Enables isolated women to connect with one another within a patriarchal structure. Since the 
protagonist’s energy is directed inward, letters give the reader the opportunity to access the 
characters private thoughts, emotional real and their psychological development. Walker 
effectively uses letter writing to convey her female protagonists’ desire to break with the 
oppressive situations. In this context, too, isolation provides the appropriate space for Celie to 
voice her ordeal. (Lare-Assogba, 2011, p. 51) 
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